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Abstract: The persistent negative framing surrounding homelessness in the Netherlands hinders public perceptions and constructive policymaking on homeless people.
Furthermore, it has a damaging effect on the self-esteem of the young homeless. So
far, no strategies have been developed to think beyond this framing. In the design research trajectory Beelddepot [image depot] journalism researchers, designers, social
researchers, policymakers and formerly homeless young adults, developed new ways
of representing homelessness. Utilizing Frame Innovation (Dorst, 2015), we co-designed solutions going forward, including the perspectives of people with lived experiences in homelessness. The images developed were then introduced to policymakers
at the national, regional and local levels, journalists and the general public. Based on
the enthusiastic response and especially the fact that several stakeholders subsequently used the developed image in policy documents and communication purposes,
we have reasons to believe the codeveloped strategies are a first step in reframing the
perception of homelessness.
Keywords: reframing ; homeless ; representation ; critical discourse analyses

1. Introduction
Although many young homeless adults in the Netherlands are not in a comfortable position,
almost none of them need to sleep on the streets. And while some of them do have addiction issues, a vast number have not. Yet that is the image many Dutch people have of homelessness.
The public opinion on homelessness is based on the sporadic, unrepresentative encounters
with homeless people, on news reports, and images in which the same stereotypes recur. In
press pictures, we often find homeless sleeping on park benches in derelict clothes paired
with alcohol or drugs. Youth homelessness is often not depicted at all.
Also, in media coverage and policy documents on homelessness, negative terms as vagrants,
problematic people, cripples or addicts are commonly used. These terms don’t do justice to
the situation in which homeless find themselves and have a negative effect on the self-image
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of homeless people. Moreover, these negative frames-and stigma’s get in the way of adequate policy solutions because they are primarily perpetuating a negative system (van Steenbergen, 2020).
The conceptual understanding of stigma has its roots in the work of the Canadian sociologist
Erving Goffman, who describes the term ‘stigma’ as ‘the situation of the individual who is
disqualified from full social acceptance’ (Goffman, 1986). Today, in academic and social
realms, stigma is viewed not only as ‘a physical mark but rather an attribute that results in
widespread social disapproval’ (Bos et al., 2013, 1).
Persons that carry a stigma are deemed ‘not quite human’ (Goffman 1986, p. 5). This stigmatization, that is rooted in normative beliefs and actions, deduces the individual from a complex whole and ‘usual’ person (Goffman, 1986, p. 3) to this single tainted and discounted
trait. Goffman makes four claims concerning stigma: 1) firstly, that stigma is ‘generated in
social contexts’ (Goffman, 1986, 138) and that it is a perspective, 2) secondly, that people
employ strategies of identity management, such as passing and concealment; in order to
learn to manage potentially devastating effects of being socially stigmatized; 3) thirdly, that
stigmatization is historically specific in its forms; 4) and finally, that stigma functions ‘as a
means of formal social control’ (1986, p. 139).
In recent decades, there have been some notable changes to some areas of stigma discussed
by Goffman. Homosexuality, for example, was one of the categories of stigma Goffman featured prominently (Goffman, 1986, p. 54). However, this sexual preference, which was once
seen as a disease or a crime, has shifted to a culturally superior role (Fitzpatrick, 2008, p.
294). A group that was categorized by Goffman, but has not seen this uptake and alteration
of their stigma or disappearance of prejudice, is the category identified by Goffman as the
‘urban unrepentant poor’ (Goffman, 1986, p. 143). These people are categorized by Goffman
as members of ‘the lower class who quite noticeably bear the mark of their status in their
speech, appearance and manner’ (Goffman, 1986, p. 145). According to Fitzpatrick (2008, p.
294), their stigmatized status has endured, which affects the way they are scrutinized by
other people and the way they deem themselves as part of society.
A way in which the general public forms opinions and through which stigmas can be created
and disseminated, is through journalistic discourse. Journalistic media are still considered
powerful cultural institutions, and from this position, influence the attitude of their audiences towards the homeless (Hesmondhalgh, 2006). Journalists can exercise this power in
the creation of discourses, thereby influencing general opinion formation.
International studies of the media discourse around homelessness and related issues such as
poverty, income inequality, housing policy and social assistance show how, precisely around
these topics, mass media contribute to the maintenance of the status quo through the reproduction of dominant discourses resulting in stigmatizing labels and images.
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A Canadian study of the impact of negative media imagery, indicates that media perpetuate
negative associations. The authors suggest that alternative frames need to be presented to
influence public opinion (Richter et al., 2012).
To date, there are no studies on the Dutch journalistic framing around homelessness. In the
research project Beelddepot, (2021 – ongoing) we analyzed how Dutch media, through the
creation of discourses surrounding homeless people, have added to negative stereotyped
beliefs and prejudiced attitudes towards this group.
We also looked at dominant frames within policies. Van Steenbergen’s (2020) research
shows that negative labels in policy contribute strongly to the maintenance of a negatively
charged system. Homeless youth are forced to use negative labels to describe their situation
or to use needed support. This further reinforces an often already negative self-image. What
will it take to think past the negative public and political framing around homelessness?
The project is conducted by 2 journalism Researchers from Fontys University of Applied Sciences, 3 design researchers, an expert group of 8 young adults with lived experiences, freelance photographers and illustrators and experts from Stichting Zwerfjongeren Nederland
[the Dutch foundation for homeless youth]. Furthermore, we collaborated with the social researchers of HU university of applied sciences.

2. Research design
To explore how Dutch media cover homelessness, we used a mixed method approach conducting:
1. A Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), analyzing the journalistic representation of the
homeless over the past two decades.
We also included the changing policies around homelessness in the analyses.
2. A visual analysis of press photos of a Dutch journalistic press photo database
3. Design Sessions using image conversations (Hoogendoorn, 2020) to explore frames
with policymakers, caretakers, journalists, and young adults with lived experiences of
homelessness
4. Design sessions to create and implement new frames

2.1 Critical discourse analyses
To gain insight into the most frequently used images, words, and concepts surrounding
homelessness, we conducted a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Fairclough, 2001) over the
years 1999, 2009, and 2019 from 4 Large National Dutch newspapers (De Telegraaf, Algemeen Dagblad, De Volkskrant, and Trouw). Based on this longitudinal study, we aimed at analyzing shifting perceptions of homelessness charted and contrasted with developments in
policy and governance over the past two decades.
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CDA examines the discursive power of texts and media's influence on the emergence of public views and opinions (Hutson & Liddiard, 1994) and how people's images of a particular
topic are framed (Lee et al., 2004).
International studies of the media discourse surrounding homelessness and related issues
such as poverty, income inequality, housing policy, and social assistance show how, precisely
around these topics, mass media contribute to maintaining the status quo through the reproduction of dominant discourses (Lee et al., 2004).
According to Devereux, this arises from a combination of factors including: (1) a lack of adequate explanation of what homelessness is; (2) an unwillingness to focus on the structural
causes of homelessness; (3) the use of stereotypes that homogenize, stigmatize, exoticize
and infantilize homeless people; (4) an overemphasis on charity as the most appropriate
(and inevitable) response to homelessness; (5) a focus on the "heroics" of homeless activists
or celebrities such as soccer players, media personalities, and rock stars who "do their part"
for the homeless (Devereux, 2015).
Research on the representation of Canadian homelessness in Canadian media by Richter et
al. confirms that the media perpetuates negative associations, and that coverage of homelessness focuses on four main themes: 1) housing-related issues; 2) community-based help
and support; 3) profiling of homelessness and homelessness; 4) reports on the economic factors underlying homelessness. In doing so, there is virtually no focus on the underlying social
factors of homelessness (Richter et al., 2012).
To explore how homeless people are represented in Dutch Media, we collected research material from the journalism database NexisUni. Forty articles were examined per research
year, with each medium represented through ten articles chosen by random sampling.
We analyzed articles with a minimum length of sixty words using the following variables:
•

What image is presented of the homeless person?

•

What problems of the homeless people are mentioned (drugs, alcohol, family, community)?

•

Next, we looked at the terms used to describe homelessness: what (stigmatized) labels appear in the article (vagrant youth, homeless youth, bank hoppers).

•

Finally, we looked at the perspective that was offered in the journalistic coverage.
Were constructive solutions or prospects mentioned?

The most frequently mentioned problem in articles in 1999 is drug or alcohol abuse. It is not
always identified as a cause of homelessness, but in 23 articles (of the 40 analyzed) homeless people were associated with using drugs or alcohol. This varies from a side sentence
such as "vagrants causing a nuisance" (Algemeen Dagblad) and "people sleeping off their
booze" (Algemeen Dagblad) to the sentence "addiction is mentioned as the main cause of
homelessness" (Trouw).
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The second problem mentioned by newspapers are examples where it is "someone else's
fault". Furthermore, in thirteen articles psychological or behavioral problems are noted and
in nine articles economic problems. Only three articles mention a shortage of housing or the
inability to obtain housing.
In 2009, slightly fewer articles were presented in an outright negative light (10 out of 40,
compared to 15 negative articles in 1999). Other than that, the perception remained essentially unchanged. More articles have a neutral tone and talk about the problems that the
home- less must endure.
In 2019, the word "tramp" is no longer used. Much less often than in 1999, an image of a
man with a beer or drugs emerges. More is also written about (female) vagrant youth. Furthermore, homogeneous labels are used. The problems that come forward are the lack of
housing in the Netherlands and psychological issues. The future image of homeless people is
more neutral described. It is about policymakers telling what solutions they are thinking of.
The responsibility here often does not lie with the person who no longer has a home.

Figure 1. Overview of critical discourse analyses over the years 1990, 2009, 2019.
Design Merel Witteman

Comparing the articles from 1999, 2009, and 2019 we notice a more constructive tone of
voice. Negative labels like "vagrant" and “junkies” are replaced by "homeless," and "con5
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fused person”. Still words are needed to describe what the group of homeless people looks
like, but these have become more neutral over the years.
We could say that the stigmas have weakened. There is a stronger emphasis on the housing
shortage in the Netherlands, and sometimes, the mental health issues are flagged.

2.2 Visual analyses
We also conducted a visual study on images of the archive of ANP, looking at the press photos used in journalistic articles in 1999, 2009, and 2019. Of the total 180 analyzed photos,
only 23 photos were taken in a shelter over three years. The majority (125) of the 180 photos were taken outside.
Predominantly middle-aged men are shown. Women appear sparingly. Young people almost
don't. There are hardly any differences in this over the years either. This is inconsistent with
the changing demographics of homelessness. The group of homeless in the Netherlands has
changed significantly in recent years, in terms of numbers and composition. In the 1990s, it
was still a homogeneous group of native men with care-related problems such as addiction
or psychiatric illnesses. Over the past two decades, there has been an increase in the number of young homeless people. Over half of the homeless have a non-Western migration
background with approximately 10 percent from Central and Eastern Europe. Among the
new categories of homeless, there are also people with only a housing problem: without additional care-related problems such as psychiatry or addiction (Van Doorn et al, 2021). These
changing demographics are not visible in the image databases as yet.

2.3 Image conversations
Following the nine steps of Frame Innovation (Dorst, 2015), the research gave us good insights into the archeology of the problem (step 1). Then, to analyze what makes it hard to
change the discourse and the role of stakeholders within this (step 2 and 3 of Frame Innovation), we organized four design sessions with essential stakeholders: people with lived experiences on homelessness, policymakers, care takers and journalists.
For this we used the image conversations (Hoogendoorn, 2000): a method developed to
make news and image editors aware of the communicative functions of images and the responsibility you have as an image maker and broadcaster.
Table 1 Table layout. Captions for tables are placed above.
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Date

Cell two

Session 1

April, 2020

15 students school of
journalism (1st & 2nd
years)
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Session 2

May, 2020

6 young adults with lived
experiences on homelessness

Session 3

February 2021

Policymakers, care organizations, media professionals, total 24 people

Session 1: Journalism students
We engaged 15 journalism students in a dialogue session to distinguish what people see or
think to see in images, aiming at unraveling unconscious and lightning-quick associations
We showed the students four images that are frequently used in journalistic reports on
homelessness
•

An image of a homeless person sleeping on the couch

•

An image showing two hands rubbing against the cold

•

A stretcher outside on the street

•

A line of people in front of a store

The students were asked to write the captions to the image. After that, we discussed the
text in the group and asked students to look again at the pictures and rewrite their captions.
Finally, we informed them about the situation homeless people are in and asked them to rewrite the captions once more. After that we presented them short stories with basic facts on
homelessness and asked to write a title and lead text.
In writing the captions to the photos, half of the students used “tramp”. One student wrote
"vagrant sleeps off intoxication on park bench". In creating the titles to articles about homelessness, the word “vagrant” was also used in more than half of the titles. In addition, 8 of
the 10 titles chosen, had negative connotations.
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Figure 2. Image conversations, design Floor van der Wal

In the following reflection session, we discussed the images and headlines with the group.
What associations - whether used in describing the image - do the photographs evoke?
One student mentioned she was looking for drugs waste in the picture. Another mentioned
being surprised the people on the photos were wearing proper shoes. And one student
stated he could smell the stench.
After this, we explained the findings of our research to students and asked them to rewrite
the captions again. This resulted in titles with a more nuanced and constructive tone of
voice.
The session taught us that the persistent negative framing is engrained and that some firstyear students have the tendency to make the problem worse. Providing them with the insights of the research helped them to better understand the position of journalist in maintaining negative frames.
Session 2: young adults with lived experiences
We conducted a similar session with six young adults with lived experiences of homelessness. Especially the image of the park bench caused a lot of disturbance.
“I have never slept on a bench in the park, and I don’t know anyone in my environment who
has.”
The second image-where men's hands are rubbed together against the cold-evokes more
recognition, although the cut-off gloves are criticized. The young people indicate that, on the
contrary, they often want to hide problems.
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“I try not to portray myself as a victim with lots of make-up and nice clothes.”
In the second half of the design session, we asked them to give input for new images. Someone mentioned a picture of being in the library would be an appropriate one, as he spends a
lot of time there. Another one mentioned going to the supermarket would be a good one.
“I always take the cheapest products. I think that explains my situation appropriately.”
In line with research by Van Steenbergen (2020), we learned from this session that people
with lived experience suffer from derogatory perceptions. They give as an alternative to
their daily lives the more detailed mapping.
Session 3: policy makers, caretakers and professional journalists
Due to covid-19 restrictions, this session took place online. A mix of care takers, policymakers, and media professionals (24 in total) participated. We started this session with a mural
with often used words on homelessness like city nomads, outdoor sleepers, and cripples and
asked participants to add their associations.
With the word ‘outdoor sleeper’ associations as ‘hardcore tramps’, ‘camping’, ‘not sleeping
at home’, and ‘being outside as a matter of choice’ were mentioned. With the word ‘cripples’, associations were made with ‘borderline life’, ‘being a failure’, and terms such as ‘dehumanizing’ and ‘giving up’ were mentioned.

Figure 3. Miro boards, online discussons on frames with policy makers and journalists

After that we explained the research findings of our Critical Discourse Analyses. We also
showed an illustration (figure 4) of changes in government policy in recent years.

9

Danielle Arets, Jessy de Cooker, Vera Boonman, Marleen van der Kolk, Manon van Hoeckel, Floor
van der Wal, Lia van Doorn

Figure 4 Changes in policies surrounding homelessness, Illustration by Daniel Hentschel

Finally, we invited one of the young adults with lived experiences to share his story.
Most attendees were surprised by the number of negative frames used in media articles,
and especially how labels used in policy documents are perceived as stigmatizing.
A policymaker recognized a hardening of the language within policy. “We talk about homeless as a choice. Now that our Cabinet had to resign because of the allowance affair [tax officials wrongly accused thousands of parents of fraud, plunging many families into debt by ordering them to repay childcare allowances].I think the time is there that we strengthen our
social stance to avoid tunnel vision.”
“Hearing the story of someone with lived experiences with the homeless label. I’m embarrassed we cannot customize our language and policies to the needs of these people,” a caretaker stated.
When asking participants what is needed to break through the tunnel vision, a more humanized language, customized policies and a strong focus on prevention were mentioned.
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2.4 Reframing
Wang et al. (2017, 76) identify two strategies that can be explored when it comes to contesting the validity of a certain stigma: 1) Reframing and 2) self-labeling. Reframing challenges
the negative expectations that produce stigma and turns characteristics seen as liabilities
into strengths (Wang et al., 2017, 77-78). Kray, Galinsky, and Thompson (2002) noticed that
a common belief concerning negotiation success prevailed traits as assertiveness and rationality – traits that are stereotypically masculine – was wrong and that traits as being a great
listener – a trait which is seen as stereotypically feminine. They then used this knowledge to
alter the stigmatizing discourse by highlighting the importance of effective communication
and listening skills for negotiating success, and therefore focusing the debate more on traits
that previously lead women to exhibit aversion to negotiating.
With self-labeling, Wang et al. (2017, 78) state that this action is usually performed when a
stigmatized individual or group embraces the stigma that is aimed against one’s group. By
self-labeling, ‘stigmatized group members transform a slur’s connotative meaning from demeaning to empowering’, claim Wang et al. (ibid.). As with reframing, self-labeling a longterm benefit for the group through empowerment and a reduction of the harm of the terms
used for stigmatizing a person or a group.
In relation to homelessness, Torelli et al. (2021, 311) have also used Goffman’s theory on
stigma and the concept of ‘reframing’ in order to let careworkers in homelessness shelters
reshape the assumptions surrounding their work through a professional, humanistic lens, by
reframing the rules, and finally, reframing through comedy.
In our project, we used the Frame innovation method to co-create new images with the
mentioned stakeholders. Framing in design has different meanings than the social definitions on framing (Prendeville et al., 2022). As to Dorst, Frame Innovation is about creating
novel standpoints from with situations can be tackled. For this specific (expert )design skills
are required (Bijl-Brouwer, 2019) (Dorst, 2011, 2015). Designers can contribute to ‘making’
new meanings and sensemaking by questioning existing frames and values and developing
new ones.
As this is related to the social political context, Prendeville et al. argue for a more social-political understanding of frames. Designers questioning existing frames and developing counter-frames can’t do that without a in-depth understanding of the problems at heart. Taken
these considerations on board, in the frame innovation process the research team collaborated with two photographers (a press photographer and a documentary photographer) a
visual reporter and illustrator, a creative director and 8 young people with lived experiences
on homelessness.
We organized two design sessions in which insights from the research were discussed and
decided on a multiple strategies targeting the various stakeholders: A) policymakers and
care-takers B) media professionals & journalists C) the public.
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A) Targeting policymakers, caretakers
The young adults with lived experiences of homeless suggested that an inside look at their
daily lives, how they run errands, look for work or seek rest, gives a better picture of their
situation. Together with documentary photographer Wiosna van Bon we shadowed two
young adults with lived experiences on their daily routes, resulting in a series of images.

Figure 5. a day in the life of young homeless, Wionsa van Bon

These images were offered to the State Secretary of Social Affairs and 14 councilors of the
cities participating in the Action Program of Homelessness with instructions to display these
images visibly in the boardroom.
While handing over the photos, we video-interviewed the 14 aldermen and the state secretary about how they have contributed to youth homelessness with the use of the action program and how they can continue to think past the negative framing around this group in the
years to come. The photos were gratefully received with an expressed commitment to actively contribute to better representation. In the interviews, we noticed great interest and
willingness to address negative framing, though the aldermen were not sure how to operationalize this.
The video interviews were also shown in a closing meeting of the action program (December
2021). In the following discussion indicated that all those involved will explicitly put the
theme of stigmatizing images on the future cabinet agenda. An expert meeting organized for
this purpose (March 2022) also explored how policymakers can work with research groups
to further explore the topic.
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B) Targeting journalists
We learned from the image session with journalists that although they are want to tell an
accurate story, they also need images that present the seriousness of the problem.
One of the most frequently used images of homelessness shows an adult man on a park
bench in the City of Amsterdam. Where our research has shown that in recent years, more
young people-and women- end up in homeless situations-we asked the photographer, Dingena Mol, to remake the picture, replacing the adult man with a young woman.
In a follow-up project to the Beelddepot (2022), several photographers will be involved in
creating new images. This process will be accompanied by image discussions at editorial offices in order to also include journalists in the desired new framing.

Figure 6. The most used photo on homelessness by photographer Digena Mol was shot again by herself in a contemporary perspective

C) Targeting at audiences at large
We designed a visual campaign for Dutch Design Week (October 2020). The insights from the
research were translated into several provocative propositions. Throughout the ten-day exhibition, we spoke to over 100 passers about their views on the homeless in the Netherlands
and raised awareness. Many visitors expressed that they experienced the exhibit as an eye opener and had not previously realized that homelessness involves a diverse group of people
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Figure 7. Exhibition Dutch Design Week, 2020

We also published a special edition of the DUIC newspaper, which appeared in a print run of
50,000 in the city of Utrecht (December, 2021). The newspaper presented the insights from
the research, interviews with experts and people with lived experiences. Furthermore, all
the produced images were added to the newspaper.
We received many enthusiastic reactions from readers, many of whom also hung the cover
with the tantalizing text 'who reads this is homeless' in front of their window.
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3. Findings & Discussion
Through The Beelddepot research journey, we understood that the journalistic discourse is
changing. A more positive tone is noticeable in which more neutral terms as ‘people with a
housing problem’ replace stigmatizing terms such as ‘tramps’ with a stable living environment’. This contrasts with the photos used to represent this group. We observe a dominantnegative framing.
We identified persistent frames and the need to think beyond them through the design sessions. Furthermore, we encountered paradoxes among which to highlight homelessness as a
serious problem without lapsing into derogatory and stigmatizing images and terms.
These insights were used for a Frame Innovation trajectory in which professional photographers, visual storytellers, designers, and people with lived experiences on homelessness codesigned new images. In the final stage of our research journey, these images were disseminated to the relevant stakeholders (journalists, policymakers, and the audience at large)
through an exhibition, a journalistic magazine, a photo series and video interviews.
The trajectory taught us that there is a great need and willingness to break through the persistent negative framing. The developed images were gratefully received by policymakers
and journalists and have also already been actively used in communication expressions
However, it must be noted that although we succeeded with The Beelddepot in reaching out
to the essential stakeholders and bringing them along to create and use new frames, these
15
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are only the first steps for a possible social reframing. Constant attention and further search
for ways to think past persistent images is needed. In particular, there are also possibilities
for research into how new images contribute to a better and more nuanced image surrounding homelessness.
Acknowledgements: The project is supported by the Action Program Homelessness
(2019-2021), the Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport, Foundation for young
homeless, Kansfonds ,and ZonMW.
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